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Developing Phonemic Awareness
ARTICLE BY STEVIE

BRINKERHOFF

list - and nothing else. We often
remember best what we hear last.
I recall completing a task-analysis
sequence for a special education class
where I listed the numerous steps that
went toward brushing your teeth. The
point of the exercise was for us to determine the prior skills or knowledge that
were needed before the bristles could
make contact with the teeth. To have
young children cut out or draw pictures
that begin with a consonant letter
requires that they have developed the
prior knowledge of phonemic awareness. Teeth cannot be brushed independently until the water can be turned on
and the tube of paste squeezed. Young
students cannot focus on L as the "beginning" of a word until they understand
the structure of the spoken language.
In their March 1992 Reading Teacher
article entitled "Phonemic Awareness
Helps Beginning Readers Break the
Code," Priscilla Griffith and Mary Olson
warn us that this awareness is " ... not
synonymous with phonics. It is not
learning spelling-to-sound correspondences, and it is not sounding out
words" (p. 518).
While my daughter had her scissors
around the curve of the apple, there may
have been other kindergartners searching for the lamp they remembered as
beginning with L or in fact finding nothing because they had not yet developed
the phonemic awareness to hear the
sound at the end of the word, much less
at the beginning.
We are cautioned in the same article
that it "is unlikely that children lacking
phonemic awareness can benefit fully

Caution: Read this warning before
proceeding. The following deals with a
specific aspect of the reading and writing process, referred to as phonemic
awareness. Please keep Marie Clay's
warning from Becoming Literate in
mind as you read on: "While the message
in the text was always the goal in the
activity, attending to parts of the text is
acceptable, temporarily, in the service of
that goal" (1991, p. 143). Like the puzzle
piece and box cover, always link the
phonics back to context.
Las in Apple
Her head leaning over the magazine
and legs swinging from the kitchen
stool, my kindergarten daughter
searched for her "homework" - L pictures. I stayed away while visions of
lady and lamp came to mind. From
another room, I heard her delighted
scream as she made a find, apple. The
large red apple was cut out and pasted
before I could return to explain that yes,
she could hear an L in apple, but the
teacher wanted pictures that began with
an L. That is not an unusual assignment
and one that I have had my own students
do many times.
I would like to believe that we also do
not have an unusual mother-daughter
relationship, but she would not take my
advice that her teacher would not think
of apple as an L word. In saying the
word apple slowly, that last sound was
very prominent. An invented spelling
attempt of that word might look like PL.
I was reminded of the stories in which a
child receives an oral grocery list and
returns home with the last item of the
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from phonics instruction (Juel, Griffith,
& Gough, 1986, p. 518) since they do not
understand what letters and spellings
are supposed to represent." The same
authors cite research showing phonemic
awareness to be "a very poweiful predictor of later reading achievement and in
fact a better predictor than more global
measures such as IQ or general language
proficiency."

Back in their class, the teacher or
"leader for the day" might simply clap
out a child's name and have the class
guess whose name is being clapped. This
activity is the very kind that research
reported by Liberman shows to be effective in developing phonemic awareness.
It also has the added benefit of boosting
self-esteem and learning classmates'
names as well!
We have noted that visual analysis of
words, which, broadly speaking means
phonics, is one of the three cue systems
that a child will use in reading.
Remember also Dorsey Hammond's
analogy of the trumpet keys for the cues.
No one cue is doing all the work There
is continuous parallel processing of cues
or keys when a child reads or a trumpet
is played.

How is Phonemic Awareness
Different from Phonic Instruction?
All young children would laugh to
hear mom say, "Get a cut to drink your
milk" While they can hear the difference
between cut and cup in natural language, they are not able to map the
printed word into three sound segments,
because in their ordinary speech the

word "cup" is not said in three parts.
Marie Clay (1963) describes a 1974
study by Liberman in primary classrooms where students were asked to
"tap out the number of segments they
could hear in spoken words by tapping a
dowel on a table." One group heard
words of one, two and three syllables
(box, morning, anything) and the other
group heard words of one, two or three
sounds (loo!, coo, cool). Results showed
that:
• The older children did better than
the younger ones.
• Syllables were easier to "hear" than
the sound (phonemes).
• The analysis of words into sounds
developed later than the analysis
into syllables.
I had the pleasure recently of hearing
"appreciation" songs from 25 first graders who squeezed into my office. Their
teacher, Kathy Jordan, had led them
through a discussion prior to their visit
about what they might want to learn
about my job and what I might want to
learn about what they know. They decided to share how they could clap both
their first and last names into syllables.
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Developing Phonemic Awareness in
the Classroom
Primary teachers have long valued the
teaching of rhyming words in the classroom. Most report cards note whether a
child can "orally match rhyming words."
Marie Clay says that "while this aspect
of preparation for reading has not been
neglected in the past, textbooks have
treated it under the readiness skill of
auditory discrimination" (1979, p. 68).
Goswami (1991) reinforces the power of
rhyming by noting that "children who
are sensitive to rhyme eventually do
much better at reading and children who
are taught about rhyme are more successful at reading than those who are
not given this training." Goswami's work
shows that "there is a link between children's awareness of rhyme and alliteration and their progress in reading ...
[T]he link explains quite a lot about the
way that young children read" (p. 147).
The article by Griffith and Olson
(1992) describes phonemic awareness
assessment measures that are first based
on rhyming. They note that the teacher
should "explain to the child that rhymes
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The shared writing experience
( described later in the chapter on
Writing) dovetails the sounds and letters the student can generate with the
dictation taken by the teacher. It is much
more powerful for the children to write
the letter they hear on a chart story than
for the teacher to do all the writing. In
writing the word boat on a chart story,
students may contribute the B, 0 and T,
with the teacher filling in the A. All the
positive elements of the language experience lesson are made more powerful
with the inclusion of the child's writing
what he or she can hear.

are words that end with the same chunk
and show with examples how some
words rhyme and others do not" (p.
519). In the same article they describe
classroom activities that focus on the
power of rhyming to develop phonemic
awareness. This link between rhyme and
phonemic awareness has not been made
in primary classrooms. In fact, the
authors suggest that those young children who have been read rhyming texts
each day and have participated in daily
literature and writing activities that play
with the sounds of language "may develop phonemic awareness without direct
instruction" (p. 521).

Hearing Sounds in Words:
Elkonin Boxes
As a Reading Recovery™ teacher, I
use a technique developed by Russian
psychologist David Elkonin to help my
first graders hear the sounds in words.
Part of every lesson involves writing. A
sentence is generated and a shared writing model is used: the child writes what
she can and I fill in the remainder of the
word. Today, for example, Roger read
the book Brown Bear by Bill Martin and
generated the sentence, "He can see a
red bird." I selected the word can to
"bring to boxes," because it is a high-frequency word and the pattern can be
extended to many words with that
chunk On a separate sheet of paper, I
drew three boxes to represent the three
sounds in the word can, and he said the
word slowly in order to hear the sounds.
At this point, I was not concerned
whether he heard the sounds in
sequence. In fact, the first sound he
identified was the final sound of n. For
three years now, I have observed that
the last sound in a word is the first one
that young children identify. This observation is why I appreciated my third
daughter's glee at finding an Lin apple.

Writing Experiences to Develop
Phonemic Awareness
While the writing of young children
has been addressed in a separate section, it is important to reiterate its value
in developing phonemic awareness.
Keeping in mind that writing is constructive in nature, Clay notes in Becoming
Literate that "writing provides extra
opportunities for the child to gain control of literacy concepts ... that what the
child writes is a rough indicator of what
he is attending to in print" (1991, p.109).
Griffith and Olson note that "when children write, they have to face head-on the
problem of mapping spoken language
onto written language" (1991, p. 521).
The constructive or building-up process
involved in writing conveniently slows
down when young children write.
Diane DeFord writes in Bridges to
Literacy that young writers "have to
think about what they want to say, what
they hear and how to represent it, what
they expect to see if they can't hear it
and it doesn't look right, where they are
in their message, and how they can
make their message clear to other readers" (1991, p. 86). The particular aspect
of writing that we want to address in this
section is what the child hears and how
it is represented.
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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The numbers written under the letter
of each box are for your benefit, to show
the order in which Roger heard the
sounds. After Roger completed the
boxes, he wrote the word a few times to
gain fluency and then inserted it into his
sentence. As Roger gains competence in
hearing sounds in words, a box will be
drawn for each letter and he will be
asked to write the letter sounds in
sequence.
Roger had been introduced to Elkonin
boxes with the use of pictures and pennies to move into the boxes as he said
the name of the picture slowly. One box
is used for each sound, so boat would be
represented with three boxes, as would
pig, kite, duck and dog. When he could
say a picture word slowly and move the
counters to match the boxes, he was
provided with the same type of handdrawn sound boxes we later used in
writing the word can from Brown Bear.
Elkonin first introduced the concept
of sound boxes to develop phonemic
awareness because "Russian children
are taught to hear the sound sequences
of word forms before they are introduced to print" (Clay, 1979, p. 65). This
procedure was used with New Zealand
students who were having difficulty in

• • •

Slide pennies in as
word is said slowly
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learning to read, specifically, in learning
to·analyze what sound sequences were
in words. The Griffith/Olson article
(1992) provides more information about
the use of these boxes for hearing
sounds in words, as does Marie Clay's
book, The Early Detection of Reading
Difficulties.
I used the picture boxes in my kindergarten class last year to develop phonemic awareness and it proved quite successful. I followed up on an individual
basis with the few children that seemed
to be having difficulty locating the placement of the first and last sound. Notice
how much the early strategy of directionality is found in using Elkonin boxes.
Clay advises teachers that if their program encourages children to learn how
to analyze spoken words into sounds,
"they will have little trouble linking
sounds they hear to the letters they are
learning to scan and write" (1991, p. 86).

Stevie Brinkerhoff is a Reading
Recovery teacher at Comstock Public
Schools. This piece is reprinted ( with
permission) from her 1993 MRA publication Linking: Developing Strategic
Readers and Writers in the Primary
Classroom.
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